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Abstract 
Driven by the necessity for improving the quality of Indonesia’s human resources and bureaucratic reform as laid out in the 
Master plan for Acceleration and Expansion of Indonesia Economic Development (known as MP3EI), this article aims to 
highlight the importance understanding Indonesian civil servants’ competence, argued as a forgotten enabler for the success of 
business. As our selective literature review has shown, research on competence of the civil servants, published in major journals, 
has been scant. Our main expected contribution is to make readers aware of the essence of being engaged in the issue of civil 
servants’ competence and offer several potential research directions that researchers may want to pursue. 
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1. Introduction 
Economic development is an issue for every country, especially for a developing country like Indonesia (see 
Chalmers & Hadiz, 2005). In order to become an economically developed country by 2025 and “to create an 
independent, well developed, equitable, and prosperous society” (p. 11), Indonesia, through the Coordinating 
Ministry for Economic Affairs of the Republic of Indonesia, launched a “Masterplan for Acceleration and 
Expansion of Indonesia Economic Development 2011-2015,” or Masterplan Percepatan dan Perluasan 
Pembangunan Ekonomi Indonesia (MP3EI 2011-2015). As stated in the publication, the plan obviously requires a 
collective and substantial effort on every part of the country.  
One of the issues addressed in the Masterplan concerns Indonesia’s human resources and bureaucracy in public 
institutions. More specifically, the Masterplan emphasizes the need to create quality human resources and to reform 
the country’s bureaucratic systems of public administration, especially in order to support “a new way of thinking in 
doing business” (MP3EI 2011-2015, p. 10). Based on these two assertions, this article argues for the need to study 
the “competence” of civil servants or aparatur sipil negara (ASN). This need is also supported by the report made by 
Azwar Abubakar, the Indonesian Minister who deals with civil servants and bureaucracy reform, that 95% of the 4.7 
million Indonesian civil servants do not have the appropriate competence (Republika, 2012). 
To do so, we attempt to provide a literature review and suggest several future research directions on the subject. 
More specifically, our research question concerns various ways in which scholars can think about the competence of 
Indonesian civil servants in relation to businesses. Our focus is deliberately narrowed on “the competence of civil 
servants.” A narrowed focus is desirable in order to avoid much complexity associated with civil servants and the 
public administration that houses them. With insights primarily from various disciplines concerning competence, it 
is hoped that this literature review provides an impetus for scholars, students, and practitioners to study issues 
related to civil servants, especially their competence.  
Overall, addressing the issue of the competence of civil servants, especially in the context of Indonesia and 
economic development in Indonesia, is expected to give insights on how to deal with issue regarding the 
development of Indonesia’s human resources and bureaucracy. For example, if indeed most civil servants are 
incompetent while they are already in the workforce, what are the better ways of dealing with these incompetent 
human resources? An answer to this seems clear but is vague at best. Training seems to be too easy to suggest 
without proper investigation of what really contribute to the phenomenon. In addition, if bureaucracy is to be 
reformed, what kinds of human resources are needed and how would or should we deal with the existing human 
resources given? The answers to these questions are not necessarily clear. Therefore, it is crucial that we start paying 
attention more seriously to the scholarly literature in order to address these various issues to guide us in doing 
research. 
Before we continue to the literature review, it is important that we address the limitations. First and foremost, we 
do not aim to have an extensive literature review. We focus on a very specific topic and we are primarily driven by 
the necessity imposed by the Masterplan. Therefore, our first limitation is the scope of the review, which is rather 
limited. Second, this literature review is not intended for use of a broader work for theory building. The future 
research that we aim to suggest is more toward problem-solving or practice and not directly toward theory building, 
even when it can be done. In other words, our aim is to provide a more action-oriented research (see Coghlan, 2011). 
Further, we use the term competence and competency interchangeably. Even though some may disagree on this 
interchangeability (see Kandula, 2013), we judge that competency of an individual in our current context is 
inseparable from the competence required by a certain job or task. In addition, we attempt to draw upon various 
disciplines that generally regard competence (not competency) as an individual characteristic. A more detailed 
discussion is given in the definition section. 
2. Problem Research on Competence in Public Administration Research   
This section is about research on competence that scholars pursue in the field of Public Administration. It is 
important to understand how competence has been part of the public administration research. Such relevant 
questions that drive this search include “Has competence been a main issue in the public administration research?” 
and “How can public administration research inform us about competence?” To begin, it is useful to recall the 
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observation by Lodge & Hood (2005) that at least in Europe competence seems to have entered into public 
administration or management area. But because public administration can be assumed to be idiosyncratic from one 
place to another (see Lodge & Hood, 2005 for a “difference theory”), it would be useful to understand the state of 
the literature that is closely linked to Indonesia. 
Fortunately, Walker et al. (2014) have done the job of doing just so, at least in the case of East and Southeast 
Asia. They provide a picture of the public administration research that focuses on East and South East Asia, 
published between 1999 and 2009. Among many findings is a list of general topics that scholars have pursued. 
Overall, the most researched topic is related to management reform, with 60 articles. The next four most research 
topics are related to policy: social policy (53), environmental policy (47), economic policy (34), and health policy 
(14). The topic related to competence, which is human resource management, comes after (13). This seems to 
confirm that the main focus of the whole public administration enterprise is on serving the public (Vigoda, 2002). 
They also find that most research is at the macro-level, focusing on sub-systems such as government (118) and 
program or policy (80). Other units of analysis that scholars have focused on are organization (43), individual (38), 
artifacts such as laws and rules (16), and group (14). At this point, we do not have access to all the articles that are 
collected by the researchers. 
Overall, considering the focus on serving public, public administration research has primarily focused on the 
external stakeholders or the public and not so much on the internal stakeholders, more specifically the civil servants 
themselves. The evidence put forth by Walker et al. (2014) seems to support the assertion made by Steijn (2004) that 
public administration research in general has not paid attention enough to human resource management, thus the 
issue of competence. Considering that having quality public servants and human resource systems is found to affect 
the public perception of public administration’s responsiveness (Vigoda, 2002), it is imperative that more attention 
be given to the competence of civil or public servants. Next, we attempt to define competence, especially one that is 
applicable in the context of public administration. 
3. Defining Competence or Competency 
3.1. General Definition of Competence or Competency 
Competence or competency has been defined in a variety of ways (Lodge & Hood, 2005; Weinert, 2001). 
Nowadays, scholars have developed various competence-related concepts specifically tailored for a specific context, 
even though the use of which may be broader. For example, in the context of Medicine, Epstein & Hundert (2002) 
develop what is called professional competence, defined as “the habitual and judicious use of communication, 
knowledge, technical skills, clinical reasoning, emotions, values, and reflection in daily practice for the benefit of 
the individual and community being served” (p. 226). In the context of intercultural interaction, scholars have also 
come up with what is called intercultural competence, which can be defined as “the ability to explore one’s 
repertoire and actively construct an appropriate strategy” (Friedman & Antal, 2005: 75). In the context of work, 
which is relevant to what we are currently discussing, a competence can be defined as “an underlying characteristic 
of an individual that is causally related to criterion-referenced effective and/or superior performance in a job or 
situation” (Spencer & Spencer, 1993: 9). 
In a very general sense, competence can be indicated by the effectiveness of one’s learning with the environment 
(White, 1959). Therefore, one is said to be incompetent when he or she has been observed to have failed to do a 
certain task required by his or her environment. Given this, competence, or incompetence or lack of competence, is 
not an inherent characteristic. It is a product of ongoing socialization with the environment through various related 
processes (see Grusec & Hastings, 2008 for a whole discussion on the socialization of competence). It is also task-
specific, meaning that people cannot be competent in any task. For example, someone who has not been socialized 
to a computer may not be able to function well with computer when exposed for the first time. Similarly, someone 
who has been socialized in a city and has not been exposed to “life in the wild” may not be able to survive instantly. 
But he or she might do so if he or she learns living in the latter. Overall, competence is an expected characteristic 
that can be known after a certain assessment. 
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3.2. Competency in The Context of Public Administration 
It is perhaps useful to point out that civil servants, who become the focus of our literature review, are embedded 
within the larger context of public administration, the main purpose of which is generally to serve the public 
(Vigoda, 2002). By definition, civil servants are those whose job is to serve the citizens, even though some kind of 
reflective practice involving competent citizens is also needed in order to complement the work of the civil servants 
(Ulrich, 2000). In this case, Lodge & Hood (2005) provide at least four connotations attached to the term 
competency: “(1) subject-expertise or individual accomplishment; (2) the capacity of organizations; (3) behavioural 
traits associated with excellence; and (4) the minimum abilities required to tackle specified jobs” (p. 781). And as 
they note, these meaning differences came into existence due to different movements in different parts of the 
Western world, particularly Germany, the UK and the US (Hood & Lodge, 2004).  
For the purpose of our review here, a working definition will be attempted. Here, we offer a definition of 
competence/competency in the context of public administration, emphasizing one’s ability to perform and complete 
work either based on the principle of excellence or required by the relevant public administration, with the 
assumption that the requirement is clear. With this definition, we shall attempt to discuss the issue of 
competence/competency below within this very specific context. It should be noted that this definition is only 
intended to be descriptive and not prescriptive. In other words, it is not intended in any way to contain any assertion 
or suggestion regarding what the civil servants ought to do. However, it is prescriptive from the perspective of the 
public administration. 
To a certain extent, the definition suggested here fits one suggested by the Minister of National Education 045 in 
2002, defining competence/competency as a set of intelligent and responsible behaviors that are regarded by the 
citizens as requirements to perform tasks in a certain job. The Minister’s definition, however, emphasizes the idea of 
intelligence and responsible regarded by the citizens. Our definition and the Minister’s definition can be combined 
to form an idea that there can be multiple “stakeholders” that formally, informally, or subjectively and directly or 
indirectly may be able to determine the “requirements.” This needs to be explored more carefully. 
4. Types of Competencies 
4.1. General Types of Competencies 
For types of competencies, Spencer & Spencer (1993) lay out some insights on what competencies can be. In the 
context of work in general, there are two kinds of competence (Spencer & Spencer, 1993). The first set of 
competencies is called threshold competencies, defined as those pieces of knowledge or skills that are essential to 
doing a certain work. The second set is called differentiating competencies, defined as those competencies that 
differentiate the superior from the average. In other words, those individuals who possess superior competencies are 
differed from those with average competencies. The threshold competencies are related to the fourth connotation 
that Lodge & Hood (2005) observe, while the differentiating competencies are similar to the third connotation. 
According to these competencies, the main task of the human resource professionals is theoretically both to 
formulate a set of essential competencies and be able to tell the differences between superior and average 
competencies possessed by the workers. 
4.2. Public Administration-Related Competencies 
Is there any specific public administration-related competency? It is difficult to tell at this point. But in the public 
administration literature, there seems to be one type of competency that “stands out”: bureaucratic competence. It is 
defined as “all those abilities peculiarly related to bureaucratic interactions” (Gordon, 1975: 198). She continues on 
the same page, “Included are such factors as vocabulary, familiarity with forms and documents, knowledge of the 
possibility of expediting procedures (or cutting red tape), a realization of the importance of tenacity, and the 
understanding that repetition and the impersonal handling of extremely personal information are often characteristic 
of bureaucracies. More generally, it includes the sense that rules, although they may be bent or broken, are to be 
given lip-service respect.” 
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Nevertheless, it is the National Administration System of the Republic of Indonesia (SANKRI, 2003: 75-76; as 
mentioned in Badan Kepegawaian Daerah website) that gives a list of core competencies, which is relevant to our 
discussion. The competencies according to the system are: technical competence, defined as competence related to 
the field that becomes the core tasks of an organization; managerial competence, defined as competence related to 
various managerial abilities required to handle organizational tasks; social competence, defined as the ability to 
communicate what is needed by the organization in performing its core tasks; and intellectual/strategic competence, 
defined as the ability to think strategically using a long-term vision. 
5. Potential Future Studies 
From our previous discussion, we suggest several future studies that researchers may want to pursue. Below, we 
discuss each potential area in which scholars can explore. 
5.1. Contents of Competencies 
At this time, potential contents of threshold and differentiating competencies seem to be unknown. The 
framework put forth by Spencer & Spencer (1993) is still too broad. Each job may require very specific 
competencies, however general their description might be. Future research on civil servants’ competence needs to 
carefully examine these two types of competencies and the contexts within which these competencies exist. It needs 
to be reemphasized that even though both types of competencies are individual characteristics, the former relates 
more to the minimum requirements of a certain task or a job, while the latter relates more to existing individual 
behaviors. Therefore, future studies need to explore these two types of competencies that are more grounded in the 
field. For example, the contents of competencies that are required by a profit-maximizing business may be quite 
different from those of public administration. Therefore, theories that are formulated in the former may not be 
immediately relevant to public administration and particularly civil or public servants. 
Another line of research that deals with contents of competencies is related to the four competencies designed by 
the National Administration System of the Republic of Indonesia (SANKRI, 2003: 75-76; as mentioned in Badan 
Kepegawaian Daerah website). Scholars and students alike may want to create a measure of each competence, 
preferably using existing measures, conduct literature review to explore the extent of each type of competence and 
its relevance for public administration, or conduct in-depth interviews to understand the extent to which each 
competence is understood and experienced by civil servants as a collective. 
5.2. Civil Servants’ Motivation and Competence 
As Perry & Wise (1990) assert, understanding the motivation of public employees becomes a starting point for 
such a discussion of management in government. We advocate a deep understanding of why people become civil 
servants in the first place. Perhaps, civil servants are not competent because of a degree of ignorance in very idea of 
motivation. Here, governments or public administrative bodies alike may want to consider the various theories of 
motivation, such as the hierarchy of needs theory (e.g. Maslow, 1971) and social learning theory (Bandura, 1977). 
For example, needs theory suggests that individuals will be motivated to do something higher when their basic needs 
are satisfied. These needs are arranged in a hierarchy in that if lower-level needs have been met, individuals will be 
motivated to look after other, higher-level, needs. In the revised theory, the highest level is the need to self-transcend 
(i.e. self-transcendence), that is, the need to do something beyond the self or self-benefits (see Koltko-Rivera, 2006), 
thus concerned with the well-being of others. This need is beyond self-actualization. 
This is germane to the whole idea of public or civil servants, whose main task is to serve the public. One may 
ask, “How can one fully serve others if their needs have not been met?” Therefore, studies on civil servants’ 
motivation are particularly called for. Further, studies should also explore how the motivation of civil servants is 
related to the expected competence defined by the job. Overall, how can one be expected to serve others, even 
beyond the requirements set up by the job, when he or she is not understood? According to Maslow’s revised needs 
theory, then, public administration needs to at least allow employees to be able to self-actualize. Competence may 
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then be achieved once the civil servants are given this opportunity. Doing routine tasks might not allow them to self-
actualize. 
Bandura’s social learning theory may also provide some insight. The theory posits that behavior is learned 
through observation. This theory may be able to explain why most Indonesian civil servants are judged to be 
incompetent (Republika, 2012). It may be that incompetence is part of the whole “learning” process within public 
organizations. In other words, people might have learned to be incompetent, consciously or unconsciously. 
Nevertheless, this needs to be examined more. For example, one may want to conduct an ethnographic study within 
a public organization to understand how individuals learn within that organization and its relation to their 
competence or incompetence to understand potential sources of the incompetence. It is not enough to impose blame 
on the individual employees for being incompetent. There should be more studies that address this issue. 
5.3. Relationship with Business 
Another potential research area that scholars and students alike may want to pursue is the civil servants’ 
relationship with business, as individuals or collectives. At least in the context of Indonesia and the context of this 
paper, it is expected that the civil servants’ competence can be an enabler for people to do business. Therefore, it is 
important to understand the relationship between civil servants and business people. More specifically, people might 
be interested in investigating the kinds of business that deal with civil servants, the issues associated with starting 
business with regard to the civil servants, and so on. As found in the context of Israel, having quality public servants 
is one important factor that contributes to public perception of public administration’s responsiveness (Vigoda, 
2002). But just how are “quality public servants” defined? Such an empirical study is desired. In addition, how in 
practice is business related to the formulation and understanding of the competence of civil servants? 
6. Organization Development and the Civil Servants’ Competence 
The whole idea of dealing with civil servants’ competence can be seen as a form of organization development, 
which can be defined as change process that is embedded within organizational culture that utilizes technology, 
research, and organizational behavior theories (Burke, 1982). In this case, we have pointed out several potential 
research directions that scholars and students alike, as well as practitioners, may want to pursue. We believe that in 
order to make sure that we take care of “competence” seriously, rigorous research that deals with the very issue is 
important. Any practical implication about dealing with civil servants’ competence should thus be based on 
research, and not on mere assumptions. 
7. Conclusion 
In this brief article, we have attempted to highlight the importance of research on civil servants’ competence. As 
mentioned, this assertion is primarily driven by the imperative set up by the Masterplan for Acceleration and 
Expansion of Indonesia Economic Development 2011-2015, which demands bureaucratic reform and improvement 
of Indonesia’s human resources in order to support business and a new way of doing business. In doing so, we have 
reviewed the research on competence in the public administration literature, definitions of competence or 
competency, and types of competencies. Lastly, we have also offered several potential research directions for 
scholars, students, or practitioners. The research that we have suggested is more action-oriented type of research 
(see Coghlan, 2011), in that any outcome that emerges out of the research has direct implications on practice.  
In addition, we acknowledge the limitation of our literature review and suggest that researchers explore the very 
concept of “competence” or “competency” and “civil servants” or “public servants.” In this brief literature review, 
we have touched upon the concept of competence or competency but it will be helpful if researchers examine this 
very concept in a very detailed way, from a variety of disciplines. Moreover, because of our focus on “the 
competence of civil servants,” we have not been able to explore more about “civil servants” themselves beyond their 
competence. It will be insightful if researchers do a literature review more extensively on civil servants. Perhaps, 
there are aspects that are not captured by competence but are central to the understanding of civil servants. 
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